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Abstract
Peer evaluation is generally thought to be a practical approach in as-
sisting L2 writing students to improve their own writing by transferring
abilities they have learnt when reviewing peer texts (Lundstorm and
Baker, 2009). However, eliciting extensive feedback within the classroom
could prove an overwhelming task for certain students. This paper is a
classroom study on the effectiveness of a peer-evaluation process being
conducted throughout the school year. The process includes detailed plan-
ning of peer-review forms, clear examples and explicit evaluation criteria.
Observations on the quality of comments that involve critical thinking and
interaction will also be remarked upon.
Introduction
Peer review can reduce writing anxiety, increase fluency and improve sense of
audience (Stanley 1992). According to Lundstrom and Baker (2009), it is generally
thought that non-native students can improve their own writing through transferring
abilities they learnt when reviewing peer texts. However, the ability to give an hon-
est opinion may serve to be more challenging in cultures that are more conservative
than others. This is especially so for countries deeply rooted in Confucianism where
values of remaining stable and in harmony with natural and social environments
(Berthrong and Berthrong 2000) are always upheld. This is undoubtedly one of the
main reasons L2 students find it challenging to comment freely on the texts written
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by someone they know.
My earliest peer review sessions in a Japanese classroom were mere instruc-
tions asking students to read their classmates writing and comment on the content. It
was an unguided activity where students were given a peer review sheet with simple
instructions asking them to rate and comment on the paragraphs, topic sentences and
thesis statements as “great/ok/weak/missing”; and to give an explanation if a nega-
tive rating was circled. However, the responses collected were frequently marked
“great” and “ok” even though there were problems with content that included irrele-
vant sentences and insufficient explanation. I later found out through classroom
feedback that students circled “great” and “ok” because they wanted to avoid put-
ting much effort into reading their classmates’ essays and to evade the task of writ-
ing comments. I realized that they were also unmotivated, and uninterested either in
the writing class or reading the work of their peers. Other reasons included being
afraid of hurting their classmates’ feelings, While some did not see the importance
of this activity. They were only focused on their own work did not trust the assess-
ments of their peers and preferred to rely solely on the evaluations from the teacher.
As a result, I decided to recreate my peer review sessions. The goal was not only
for them to improve their checking skills, but also to motivate and reward their ef-
forts; and in the process encourage them to not only take pride in their writing but
also to sincerely consider the texts they were reading and think critically about the
contents written instead of the feelings of the writer.
Setting
Three classes of students between the ages of 19-21 at Kwansei Gakuin Uni-
versity in Japan participated in this activity. The average class size was thirty-one.
The participants were second-year students from the Science and Technology de-
partment and were enrolled in the writing class. The second-year writing program in
this department was an introductory essay writing course. There were two semesters
per year and students had fourteen weekly ninety-minute classes per semester. They
were required to complete two essays each semester.
Process for each essay
The duration for each essay was from six to eight weeks and followed the five-
part structure below:
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Brainstorming, outline
?
First draft
?
Peer review session
?
Second draft
?
Teacher’s evaluation
?
Final draft
Before the first draft was written, students would spend most of one class pe-
riod planning their essay. They would start brainstorming and preparing their essay
outline. Next, they would type and print out their first draft.
The following week, they got into pairs, switched essays with their partners
and began the peer review session. The peer review session took up two class peri-
ods; and consisted of in-class modelling and reviewing the essays of their class-
mates. In-class modelling was done during the first fifty to sixty minutes of the first
class. The next thirty minutes of the first class was spent on completing part one
and two of the response sheet, which included checking the formatting of the text
and finding grammatical mistakes such as tenses, punctuations, word forms, preposi-
tions and pronouns. The final part of the peer response sheet was on structure and
content, to be completed in the second class period.
After the response sheet was completed, the sheet together with the checked es-
say was returned to the partner, who would then look at the comments on their es-
say and response sheet and decide whether to accept the suggestions of the re-
viewer. They then began their second draft. The revised draft had to be typed,
printed and submitted together with the first draft, the peer review response sheet
and the outline. I would then proceed to evaluate the first and second draft and look
at the revisions made in the second draft. I would also check the response sheet to
make sure that the peer reviewer completed it correctly.
The checked drafts and response sheets were then returned and students began
their final drafts and made the necessary corrections based on my feedback on their
second draft.
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Modifications
To improve the quality of peer review sessions within the classroom, majority
of the revisions were made to the third and fifth part of the procedure stated in the
previous section which are the peer review session and teacher’s evaluation.
Peer review session, in-class modelling
During the modelling session, I would usually prepare a sample essay contain-
ing a significant number of mistakes and had students review it in class with a part-
ner as an activity. I would then proceed to demonstrate to them how to check and
comment on the essay and response sheet. In particular the final section which had
questions about structure and content needed adequate explanation. I emphasized
that a comment like “good” was unacceptable. It should be followed by a reason.
For instance, “good, the three main ideas are presented in the thesis statement”, or
“poor, sentence is irrelevant to the main point”. Students could also question the
writer with “Why? Explain . . .” or “I do not understand the meaning of . . .” Sug-
gestions on revision should also be made on the sheet. I would show them examples
of answers and the specific items that I shall be looking out for when I am assess-
ing their response sheets. It is vital to show the students how the response sheet
should be completed and how their answers were evaluated.
Peer review session, response sheet
Key changes were made to the third section of the peer review response sheet.
More questions requiring detailed answers were included in this section. Students
had to analyse each paragraph and give explanations related to the structure and
content of the essay.
A sample of questions for the introduction paragraph of an essay would include
the following:
Introduction Paragraph:
?How does the paragraph start?
background/statistics/anecdote/fact
?Is it effective?
?Does it grab your attention? Why/why not?
?Write the thesis statement down.
?Is the position of the thesis statement on the last sentence of this paragraph?
Rate it: great/ok/weak/missing
Explain why
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?Does it state the three main ideas/causes/effects?
?What are they?
?Are the sentences relevant to the main idea?
Why?
Suggest ways to improve the content.
The answers written on the response sheet had to be in English. However,
comments could be written on the first draft; and either be in English or Japanese.
Reviewers also used this time to ask their friends for further explanation on sen-
tences they were unsure of and gave suggestions that could include asking for more
description or examples. This verbal discussion could be done in the language of
their choice (though their mother tongue was often chosen). It was also useful to
emphasize that verbal clarification and discussion between them strongly suggested
that they were not able to fully represent their thoughts and ideas through the essay
and further changes should be made. Asking students to imagine a scenario where if
discussions on clarification were not needed because their review partners were able
to comprehend their expressions clearly through the written texts, would give them
an idea on how and who to write for.
Teacher’s evaluation
In order to convey the significance of this activity, I placed heavy emphasis on
the peer review response sheet. The weightage of each part of the essay were as fol-
lows.
Weightage for each section:
Ratio 1: 3: 3: 3
Outline Draft 1&2 Peer Review Final Draft
Essay 1 (100 points) 10 30 30 20
One third of the total essay grade was placed on the peer review response
sheet. The first, second and final draft were each worth 30% of the entire essay. An-
other reason for this relatively larger emphasis on the peer review section was to
serve as a motivation to students.
Results: Comments from Response Sheets
The following are sample comments taken from the response sheets. They
show constructive observations on structure, content and demonstrate critical think-
ing.
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1. Advice on structure; Essay: The Number of Newspaper Readers is Declining
“The position of thesis statement is wrong. You wrote it in first body paragraph.
However the contents are good, because you wrote two main points.”
2. Advice on content; Essay: Using Smartphones in Our Lives
“But, I think if she adds the phrase “students can get information without read-
ing newspaper”, it will be better.”
3. Showing interest (learning something new); Essay: Using Cloning Technology
“I didn’t know the first clone animal is urchin!! She give us many information
about clone technology in this paragraph.”
4. Advice on content; Essay: Survival of Polar Bears
“But, she doesn’t talk about “if we do all her solutions, what polar bears will be-
come” so I want her to add it.”
5. Showing interest (jokes); Essay: Cloning Technology
“It sounds like “Jurassic Park”. I wonder we can realize this!”
Discussion
With the re-development of the peer review steps and assessment, there was a
marked improvement in the contents and amount of comments students wrote on the
response sheet. In my opinion, the number of questions and detailed answers re-
quired, combined with the high scoring system, provided incentives and motivation
for students to complete the forms with specific information.
It can be said that the amount of details required could be equated to a report.
Although it could be argued that these guided questions did not allow for critical
analysis, I thought that it was necessary especially for students new to the idea of
peer review. The leading questions posed on the response sheet would serve as a
good standard on future peer reviews, when a less controlled peer review form
could be used. In my opinion, the strict grading of each explanation on the response
sheet corresponded to the style of their test culture and deterred them from treating
this activity lightly. Additionally, knowing that everyone had received the same
mandate took away the responsibility and guilt in writing comments they thought
would be negative and hurt the feelings of their classmates.
Another encouraging result from the new changes to the forms was the added
awareness that classmates would be reading their writings. This served as a motiva-
tion for them to be more mindful with their work. It also gave them a better idea on
who their target audience was.
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Conclusion
This paper represents an introductory study of a revised peer-review process
personalized for the second-year science students in my writing class. It seems ap-
parent that the quality and amount of comments improved and reviewers could give
constructive advice or comments that demonstrated that they were truly involved
with the text and were considering the content critically. The two main reasons that
led to such positive results were most possibly due to the thorough demonstration
on the sample text before the actual peer review, as well as the heavy weightage on
marks given to complete the response sheets. Shortcomings to this activity included
inadequate time as there were too many items to answer for on the response sheet.
Feedback on how the response sheets were evaluated and identifying common errors
should be explained more clearly to the students as similar mistakes were constantly
made. Other constraints included the proficiency level of students and allocating
enough time to complete the tasks are some of the main issues to anticipate. Time
and training are essential for effective peer review activities (Lundstrom and Baker,
2009). As such, I believe that more in-class modelling and coaching, regular feed-
back and reminders are necessary to accustom the students to be more comfortable
with peer review and feedback; and in turn, develop their writing skills.
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